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Executive Summary
This report is an in-depth look at the process for gathering information from our users through interviewing and the 
compilation of those data points into a representative portrait of the user base. We begin with a comprehensive over-
view of the interview process, focusing on how we selected our target population, the recruiting methods we used, 
and how we structured the interviews. We then present a series of generalizable findings and recommendations 
based on data points from the interviews. In the appendices, we include the raw interview data as well as two perso-
nas and scenarios based upon an amalgam of data points from across the interviewed users.

We based our methodology on the interview techniques outlined in Elizabeth Goodman, et al., chapter six, “Univer-
sal Tools: Recruiting and Interviewing.” Salient aspects of this approach include non-directed interviewing, selective 
rule-breaking to ensure quality conversation, and an interview structure that begins with general issues before mov-
ing onto more focused lines of inquiry.

Our interviewees were a diverse sample of project volunteers who shared enough vital characteristics for us to derive 
findings and recommendations based on their desires. We identified the following major findings:

I. Receiving feedback on participation and project progress is important.
II. A sense of contribution plays a role in volunteering for citizen science projects.
III. The most engaged users want more, newer content.
IV. User preferences drive participation.

Based on these findings, we generated insights on how to make the site more usable and presented these as recom-
mendations grouped by finding. We based our recommendations on the site creator’s overarching goal: to increase 
user engagement. Priority recommendations include:

1. Encourage researcher to publish their results and findings to their respective SciStarter project page.
2. Identify popular topic areas and focus efforts on increasing content.
3. Feature both immediate and long-term, indirect impact of projects on project page.
4. Tap existing networks of researchers (reach out to current project submitters) to find projects in other fields.
5. Perform audits on the projects to ensure content is current.
6. Augment search features around this contextual filtering.

Our interview notes, contained in the appendices, are distilled into main points, after which follows the raw data 
from each interview. These are attached to lend additional detail to the interview process and allow for traceback 
from our recommendations to the users’ feelings and desires.

We developed two fictitious personas and scenarios to typify the users with whom the site is most likely to resonate 
but who might prefer additional functionality. The personas include a detailed list of motivations and goals to contex-
tualize the user experience, as well as potential pain points given the site’s current design. Scenarios are written to 
provide a complete narrative around the personas, providing additional detail on how the site might fit into the per-
sona’s daily life. This imaginative exercise allows us to derive a series of recommendations for enhancing the site’s 
most usable qualities and address pain points where necessary.
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 Introduction
SciStarter is a division of Science for Citizens, LLC, whose web presence (SciStarter.com) exists to provide access to 
the citizen science projects it aggregates for citizen scientists around the world. SciStarter’s goal per its mission state-
ment is to be the place where people learn about these projects and contribute to science by participating in various 
activities. 

The website offers a project finder that connects interested citizen scientists with projects that can be done at home. 
The project listings are maintained by SciStarter staff and feature research groups who would like to recruit volun-
teers. The goal and tasks, as well as the link for participating in the project, are found in each project page. SciStarter 
also publishes a blog and bi-weekly newsletter which highlight stories from a variety of citizen science initiatives.

The Study

In the interview phase of the study, we seek to create a holistic understanding of how the website is viewed, experi-
enced, and used by a diverse cross-section of its users. The initial interview with the website stakeholder - i.e. the 
provider of the service - allows us to understand the goals and purposes of SciStarter.com, while the user interviews 
provides us the picture from the perspectives of the consumer end of the service. With the information we gather 
from the interviews, we will generate two typologies of users and place them in constructed scenarios to ideate about 
the site’s primary and tertiary benefits, as well as some major sticking points for the existing user base. 

Our primary goal here is to identify some preliminary focus areas for subsequent usability analysis using more re-
fined tools. By interacting directly with users and asking a range of qualitative questions, we can build an in-depth 
understanding of the users themselves. This process helps us to iterate our recommendations as we receive more data 
over the course of the study. Contextualizing the demographics of the user base allows us to construct a nuanced 
view of citizen scientists’ goals and better understand the website’s role in bringing these individuals closer to project 
opportunities.

Methodology
A total of six interviews were conducted by the team including one stakeholder interview and five user interviews. 
Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes. Two team members were present: one to conduct the interview, and 
one to take extensive notes. The separation of roles was fluid rather than concrete, as both team members engaged in 
the conversations as necessary. 

Target Population

SciStarter hosts researchers’ projects in which volunteers can participate. By definition, it has two categories of users 
at a high level: the researchers and the volunteers. Our team had a number of discussions prior to the interviews re-
fining the scope of the study to ensure highest impact. We tentatively set the focus on the volunteers as we believed 
improving the volunteer experience and therefore increasing engagement of this user group would allow the website 
to gain a larger foothold in the citizen science community and reach its potential more quickly. The interview with the 
stakeholder validated this assessment and the target population of the study now represents the volunteers on SciS-
tarter. To clarify, the term “volunteers” here does not indicate the current project participation status. It includes visi-
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tors to SciStarter looking to volunteer for a project, as well as those who have volunteered and/or are currently in-
volved in a project. 

Recruiting

In the absence of a practical way to limit the initial pool of users to volunteers, the team created an opt-in form where 
users could provide some details including, but not limited to, the contact information and the main reason behind 
their visits to SciStarter. The request for participation in the study along with the link to the opt-in form was sent as 
part of a SciStarter newsletter to all subscribers. The responses to the opt-in form produced a list of respondents who 
mainly identified themselves as volunteers. The list was further narrowed down to those who indicated interest in 
doing the interview and a follow-up email was sent linking to the sign-up calendar with available time slots. Two 
more rounds of reminder emails were sent before the team secured five interviews. 

The link to the opt-in form was presented in a newsletter, which means it reached the registered users who have sub-
scribed to the newsletter instead of the entire user base. The users were also offered an incentive in the form of official 
SciStarter T-shirts for their participation in the interviews. While these present potential bias in recruitment, the main 
objective of this phase of the study was to collect qualitative feedback as opposed to quantitative data; and our team 
feels confident in the relevance of the interviews and the value of the findings given the breadth and the depth of the 
responses from the interviews. 

Interviews

The interviews were semi-structured in that all team members used the interview guide with an identical set of pre-
defined questions going into each interview, but were free to deviate from or improvise them depending on the direc-
tion of the conversation during the interview. The interview guide included the preamble explaining the purpose and 
the non-obligatory nature of the interview. The questions were organized in three high-level topic areas: 1) value as-
sessment on SciStarter; 2) general engagement in citizen science; and 3) information gathering related to citizen sci-
ence. Each topic area contained one to three questions accompanied by three to five anticipated probing questions. 
All interviews were conducted via VoIP or phone. 

Analysis

Upon completion of an interview, the team convened to review the interview notes. During the team debriefing, key 
quotes and trends were extracted alongside summary of the interview. The summaries were in turn used to derive 
significant behavioral, attitudinal findings in relations to user characteristics across interviews. This data compiled 
with select user demographics was used to create personas and scenarios, which are found in Appendix D.

Summary of Participants

U01

U01 is a retired male with a multi-decade history of participation in citizen science projects. His first involvement in 
the field was as a volunteer on an ecological expedition to Mount St. Helens, where he worked with a team to study 
the ways in which plant species adapted to the rapid change in habitat (plant succession). He is highly familiar with 
SciStarter and scans the site often for new projects by reading what’s featured in the carousel on the front page. His 
favorite types of citizen science projects are those in which the volunteer does more than collect data.

U02

U02 is a mid-50s female who has an elementary school aged son. She has a little over a year of experience volunteer-
ing in citizen science projects. Working full-time as a network engineer and located in an urban area, she does not 
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always have a lot of free time but tries to find interesting projects that she can participate in with minimum amount 
of effort while she relaxes. She also tries to engage her son in these activities as much as she can. Her visits to SciStar-
ter are usually prompted by the emailed newsletter.

U03

U03 is a recently retired female, formerly of IBM, with a strong hobbyist’s background. She uses SciStarter to identify 
many projects in which she actively participates. Her involvement with projects is wide-ranging, and includes the 
Cornell eBirding project. She likes to get specific, ongoing feedback from projects.

U04

U04 is a male with 5+ years experience volunteering for citizen science projects. He taught biology for a long time 
although currently is doing general management consulting. Located in a suburban area, he is an avid bird watcher 
and has participated in Cornell’s bird watch project for years. Given his background in biology, he is interested in 
projects about human body, such as those about human microbiome. A self-described outdoor person, his interests 
also spans across weather and astronomy. He is passionate about citizen science and has had others sign up for pro-
jects. He has tried unsuccessfully to participate in two projects through SciStarter.

U05

U05 is a mobility-challenged female in her 50s who spends most of her time at home in front of a computer surfing 
the web. An accountant by trade, she still provides some accounting services to those who cannot afford it but does 
not consider it an occupation. She has a dog and has participated in a project where she was asked to upload a video 
of her playing with her dog. She uses SciStarter to browse projects to participate in.

Findings and Recommendations
Finding 1 ::  Receiving feedback on participation and project progress is important.

Multiple users felt strongly about the importance of receiving feedback on their participation, either as a validation or 
as the intellectual compensation of their activity, in which they invested time and effort. For example, U04 had a par-
ticular interest in human biology and tried to participate in two human microbiome projects. He described the activ-
ity as meaningless if there were no feedback on what he submitted, as the curiosity that motivated him to participate 
would not have been satisfied. While expectations on the level of detail in, or the amount and the frequency of such 
feedback varied from simple acknowledgement to on-going update on project status, the users implicitly or explicitly 
assumed the information to be in a language and format they can consume as non-specialists. 

Recommendations:

• Encourage researcher to publish their results and findings to their respective SciStarter project page.

• Determine what feedback ‘looks’ and ‘feels’ like for different projects.  
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Finding 2 ::  A sense of contribution plays a role in volunteering for citizen science projects.

U02 explained her citizen science activities as something to do while relaxing in her free time, and how they are 
mainly for personal enjoyment. She prefers shorter projects and her project choices are based heavily on how easy 
and hands-on the activity is to perform, rather than the larger implications or impact of the project. And yet, she 
ended up participating in the Cornell bird watching project, citing the realization that it’s “sort of valuable” she 
quickly became “hooked on it.” Both U02 and U05 did a comparison between playing games and volunteering for 
citizen science projects when describing potential uses of their free time, and said they much preferred the latter be-
cause that was more “meaningful.” While it is difficult to establish a direct causal relationship between the users’ 
participation and their internal sense of contribution, this notion of purpose and importance has the potential to cre-
ate, maintain, and/or increase user engagement with citizen science. 

Recommendations:

• Feature both immediate and long-term, indirect impact of projects on project page.

• Make it easier to share user activities with project summary for self-promotion and word-of-mouth marketing.

Finding 3 ::  The most engaged users want more, newer content.

U01 checks the site relatively often, and over time has developed a good working knowledge of the specific projects 
available. At one point in the conversation, he wondered if the citizen science community was just too small for SciS-
tarter to have a significant amount of new content available each time he visited. U05 also mentioned that he would 
like to see a wider variety of projects covering more areas of the scientific enterprise, and had specific content ideas 
but no way to submit them. This highlights a potential issue with SciStarter’s current model: researchers have to 
come to the site and place a project; the site does not look for research based on user demand. As the Web 2.0 move-
ment demonstrated, the key to keeping the most invested users engaged in aggregators is the rapid rotation of new, 
relevant content. Because it is difficult to gather information on existing citizen science projects algorithmically, this 
type of effort would require significant resource allocation.

Recommendations:

• Conduct user surveys on a semi-regular basis to determine the types of projects users want to see on the site.

• Tap existing networks of scientists/researchers (reach out to current project submitters) to find projects in other 
fields.

• Perform “freshness” audits on the projects to ensure they are still active, being updated, and modify the featured 
projects carousel more frequently if possible.

Finding 4 ::  User preferences drive participation. 

Time is an investment on the user’s part and a deciding factor in volunteering. Most users stated that they perform 
citizen science activities in their free time and try to manage the number and the activity levels of the projects based 
on their availability. In U02’s case, time, and to some degree the amount of efforts required, was the main deciding 
factor when selecting a project to participate in. While most users remained open when asked what types of projects 
they prefered, upon probing, listed their topics of interests that most likely went into consideration in browsing or 
selecting a project. The users we interviewed portray a range of users in terms of their engagement level, from U02 
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whose main focus is to find an activity that can be done in her pastime with minimal effort to U01 and U03 who are 
serious hobbyists with a deeper level of commitment to citizen science. 

Recommendations:

• Identify popular topic areas and focus efforts on increasing content.

• Determine the range of projects in terms of complexity to keep the barriers for beginner and intermediate volun-
teers low while maintaining the diversity of the projects.

• Volunteers like the search filters based around activity or interest; continue to build search features around this 
contextual filtering.

Conclusion
Users are self-reported citizen scientists and have had experience with other such projects.  Most have been contribut-
ing members to Cornell University’s, the Great Bird Watch, and continue to receive information from that site in addi-
tion to SciStarter.  The users we spoke with seemed older and incorporated different projects into their routines, typi-
cally outdoors, and as a fun little activity to do on top of the routine.  It is safe to assume that most participants like 
the feeling of collecting data, knowing that something useful is coming out of it and that it takes them very little ef-
fort.  It seems most users would like more continuous feedback with their data, so they can estimate how much im-
pact they have on the project.  In addition, SciStarter was spoken with high regards, and most people used the search 
and filter functions as expected.  There are a few functionalities that multiple users would like to see addressed: add-
ing total search results, adding a way to save projects you are interested in, and creating a space to upload data and 
have other users comment on the data.

Ultimately, SciStarter’s goals to connect people with projects and to act as a one-stop shop for project selection is be-
ing realized.  Most people agreed they like the ability to pick and choose different projects that aligned to their inter-
ests.  At this trajectory, the goals for the site as demonstrated in the stakeholder interviews have been met and her 
ideas to expand the site through increased user engagement seem prime for implementation.

References
Elizabeth Goodman, et al., chapter six, “Universal Tools: Recruiting and Interviewing.”
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Appendices
A.Opt-In Form

SciStarter  Feedback  Opt-In
Persona  X,  a  consulting  group  at  the  University  of  Michigan  School  of  Information,  and  

SciStarter.com  both  believe  in  the  power  of  Citizen  Science,  and  we  would  like  to  hear  from  you!

Please  fill  out  this  form  if  you  would  like  to  opt  in  over  the  next  two  or  three  (2-3)  months  for  user  

feedback.  This  may  include  verbal  interviews,  survey  completion,  in-person  site  usage  

walkthroughs,  and/or  email  follow-ups.  Please  note  that  not  all  who  sign  up  will  be  invited  to  

participate.

While  we  ask  for  your  preferences  below,  we  may  contact  you  for  any  of  the  upcoming  studies  

during  the  course  of  this  project.  Thank  you  in  advance  for  your  willingness  to  participate!

All  responses  are  kept  confidential  and  will  only  be  used  within  the  scope  of  this  feedback  project.  

All  data  will  be  erased  at  the  end  of  the  project  on  April  30,  2013.  If  you  have  any  questions  or  

would  like  to  opt  out,  please  contact  Edgar  Nuñez,  project  associate,  at  edgarn@umich.edu.

*  Required

First  Name  *

Last  Name  *

Email  Address  *
email@example.com

Phone  Number  or  VoIP  Handle
Mobile,  Work,  Skype,  Google  Talk,  etc.  (Some  of  our  evaluations  include  speaking  with  you)

Preferred  Contact  Method  *
Check  any  that  apply.

  Email

  Phone

  Skype

  Chat

  Other:  

Role  Selection  *
Do  you  primarily  participate  in  SciStarter  projects  or  create  project  listings?

  I  use  SciStarter  to  participate  in  projects.

  I  use  SciStarter  to  post  project  listings.

  I  primarily  participate,  but  have  also  posted  project  listings.

Zip  Code  *
(If  outside  US,  enter  n/a)
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B. Interview Guide

Introduction: project scope and purpose of interview

First of all, thank you for taking time to meet with us. We are conducting interviews on behalf of SciStarter.com over 
the next few days to examine the way people interact with the website.  We will ask you about your participation in 
citizen science projects and how SciStarter.com fits in, especially with regard to listed projects.  We will also ask about 
how you use the site, what you think works well, and what needs improvement.  We are here to support the goals of 
SciStarter and by extension, your ability to engage with projects. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or don’t want 
to answer a question, feel free to stop us.”

Topic: Describing the Citizen Scientists and how valuable you find SciStarter.com?

1. Question: When you visit SciStarter, what is the first thing you do on the site? Why?

• Probe: Have you contributed to the site by commenting on or participating in a project? If so, in what manner? If 
not, why not?

• Probe: How else do you keep up on current initiatives within citizen science?  Does SciStarter help you stay up to 
date with activities?

• Probe: If you have participated in projects (on and off-line), how would you describe your experience with these 
projects (i.e. do you find them easy, difficult, fun, engaging, helpful, etc)?

• Probe: What aspect of the website do you find most helpful?  When you first signed-up, what were you hoping the 
website would help you achieve?

• Probe: How would you describe your activity level in citizen science projects?  Do you consider yourself a partici-
pant, a researcher, a scientist, etc (and how has this changed over time, are you still active)?

• Probe: If you could choose one thing that excites you most about citizen science, what would it be?  Does SciStarter 
adequately address your interests?

Topic: How often do you engage in citizen science activities?

2. Question: How frequently do you visit SciStarter.com? If frequently, what’s your motivation for participating 
regularly? If not, what would make the site more important to you?

• Probe: Can you name things that would keep you coming back to SciStarter?

• Probe: Do you participate in meet-ups with other hobbyists, like makerspaces, clubs, etc.? Have you used SciStarter 
to establish any connections like this?

• Probe: Do you use this site as a way to keep up to date in certain fields? If so, which site elements are most useful? 
If not, what kinds of information would you like to see?

Topic:  Where do you gather your information in order to engage in citizen science activities?

3. Question: In your opinion, does the current site offer you enough information to engage in citizen science pro-
jects?

• Probe: How do you feel about the information shown on the website, considering the information is posted by sci-
entists and by web developers?
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• Probe:  Do you typically look for scientific projects elsewhere?  How is the search / accessibility of this site?

• Probe: In what other ways do you hear about projects?

• Probe: When you are looking for projects on SciStarter do you typically search, filter, navigate or are you just 
browsing for projects?

• Probe: What additional information would help you find and participate in projects?

C.Interview Notes

U01

Primary Findings:

1. User would like more fresh content, if possible.

2. User would like if projects encompassed more hobbyist activities; crowdsourced data-gathering initiatives not 
linked with an existing research project.

3. The blog and newsletter were not at all useful for this individual.

4. User has other communities which are primary sources of engagement: email lists, Skype contacts, facebook 
pages.

5. User would like to be able to read comments aggregated about a certain project, but has never felt inspired to 
comment on the site.

6. User has been involved in citizen science for decades.

7. User would like to see the community grow.

Full Interview Notes:

How do you pick out projects? Do you use the activity & topic selectors? Search?

- Look at front page. Look for new things, any topics that I am interested in.

- I only ever look at the carousel because that’s where they put the new stuff; I pretty much already know what they 
have available otherwise...I’ve been doing this a long time (about 2 years).

Interaction/comment on the site? 

User has given feedback directly to projects, but never used SciStarter to comment.

Participated in 2 projects: http://www.cocorahs.org/ (rain monitoring) and http://www.usanpn.org/ (nature’s 
notebook)

User is primarily a hobbyist.
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Some projects are confusing: nature’s notebook, where find out? cocorahs, a year, property, different things, interest-
ing, attractive

User got his start in citizen science around 1989 after the eruption of Mt. Saint Helens, with a group called earth 
watch (http://www.earthwatch.org/) . The group still exists. He was on a project team which focused on plant suc-
cession in the area around the eruption; camped out with a project group to do a study for a week.

Are most of the projects you do natural science/is that your hobby focus? 

“I don’t really like life sci, prefer earth sci.”

User gets periodic emails from Darlene, is a vocal participant in citizen science league.

member of the scistarter, knows the founder. This seems like a small, tight-knit community of enthusiasts. He says 
he’d like it to be bigger/to grow, but doesn’t know if it will.

He is less interested about helping with university research projects; more interested in doing his own research “I like 
projects where a bunch of guys with wild hair get together and do something.”

Community? grow, 100 people, 10 participate

How long have you been in the project of nature notebook: I don’t remember.

Now that I’m retired I get more time to work on these things.

Was it a good experience? It was alright.  

The COCORAHS user report is helpful.

No feedback of results from one of the projects, would have liked to see better feedback.

Do you use blog or newsletter? No. Not interested in “the kind of people who hang out/write there.”

How frequently do you visit the site: approximately once per month.

How the site can be more engaging, more useful: containing more fresh content, have more diversity, be able to get a 
good feel for projects based on other people’s comments.

How about a rating tool? “Fine. Not sure if researchers will appreciate that though.”
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Do you meet with hobbyists? “Only through this citizen science thing. I got started with skype, email and the citizen 
science league facebook page.”

Hope talk to people working on their own projects, not just being a volunteer, want to do my own projects.

Workflow: observation, do data collection with instruments, put all data on page/render graphics, have people be 
able to look at it, question, provide insights.

User cited the radiation monitoring site http://radiationnetwork.com/ as an example of the type of project he likes.

(I contributed to one of the blog.)

amateur put together things, usa, world, I don’t like university researchers, their ways of doing things. I want to do 
things by myself. i don’t care, don’t bother me.

group of people can get together, world wide, Internet, of recording, discovering information,

done by observer not researchers

Do you conceive scistarter as a community of knowledge? Yes

So the main thing you’d like to see are new projects?

 “Yes, I know projects that are already there. Those doesn’t inspire me.”

Air Casting- climate observation station. user would like to conduct own research.

citizen seismographs.

researchers down earth, emails, sponsors in Canada,

U02

Primary Findings:

1. User prompted by emails and newsletters

2. Use tries to avoid repetitive activities

3. User is looking for easy projects with minimal additional efforts or equipments/tools required

4. User likes to browse without any specific types of projects in mind

5. User works full-time

6. User has an elementary school aged son
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7. User does the activities during her free time

8. User does not seem to have a lot of free time but whatever time she has, she wants something to do

9. Qualities she expects from the activities is relaxing and meaningful at the same time

10. User likes to engage her son with the activities (not always successful)

11. User is not interested in community features (activities mainly for herself) - the feeling of community not particu-
larly important

12. User tries to find value in her activities even if it may seem trivial to her

13. User gets sidetracked a lot but has participated in a project for a year (described it as a habit almost)

14. User tries to avoid the same types of activities (looks for variety)

Full Interview Notes:

First thing you do

- browse around - to see what different projects are there, usually prompted by newsletter or some kind of reminders 
(kickstarter)

Participated?

- in one project

- university of north carolina - survey

- what kind of critters you have in your house

- mail back survey (just mailed back)

Experience

- good

- waiting to see the result, excited

- easy to do

- straightforward material

Motivation

- short, hands-on (something to do with her son)

- prefer shorter projects
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- look for variety (different types of activities rather than the same thing over and over)

Sources of Info

- arts technica - online articles

- involved in Cornell Bird Watching (for the last year)

- newsletters in inbox

How often to SciStarter?

- every other week

- prompted by newsletter

- Kickstarter project in her neighborhood that's also on SciStarter

What would make the site more important/useful?

- something to keep coming back to (having an elementary school aged child) - meaningful hands-on work that is not 
hard

- opportunities to hook the people in

- to engage in science (for the child)

Does SciStarter address your interests?

- likes the search feature

- being able to browse and look for projects that's based on free-time

Activity Level (self assessed) in Citizen Science?

- pretty active

- almost everyday at least when dog walking for a year

- likes to do something more meaningful than playing video games with her free time

- considers herself pretty involved
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Has the level changed?

- increased

- at first, image classifying (short focused, fatigue, sidetracked)

- got more excited over time with bird watching and other activities

Bird Watching

- probably got hooked on because of the realization that her next to nothing is sort of valuable

- after a while it became a habit

- tools where you put your count in - while adding data, explore and get more interested

- record with her phone (easy to move on or check new things)

- "relaxing but it's okay 'cause i'm doing something"

Makerspaces, etc. other citizen science spaces?

- hasn't really. no time. after daily routine, there's little time to do more

Community feature on SciStarter

- would probably check out but not sure if it'll be useful

- mainly uses the site as the discovery tool and see what's out there

- one stop shop to find different projects

SciStarter information vs research sites

- organization of projects (one-stop shopping), being able to sort through. scientist's site would not have lead to 
other/more projects. SciStarter lets her look at multiple projects

- if she had to go to individual sites, she would get sidetracked after a while and may not be think to participate in as 
many projects

Look for information elsewhere?

- she thinks she used to before but now she's mainly using SciStarter
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- otherwise, it's the emails and newsletters that serve as reminders.

- she doesn't think she would search from scratch e.g. on Google for projects

Filters? Search?

- drop down menus and browse from there

Does it let you actually find the information you're looking for?

- does not search on purpose, more browsing

- feels the features are pretty straight forward

Additional information you would like?

- she doesn't think so.

- how much time it takes to do an activity up front

What info would help you participate in project?

- special equipment (how people play with their dog, she has one, but video recorder was required, didn't partici-
pate)

- any extra effort, equipment, or skills would keep her from participating

- means to spread the word - would be interesting to talk to people about what she's doing, or find out about what 
other people are doing

- she's not gonna read a journal or something but maybe an easy-to-read/access scientific information

What other communities would you like to see SciStarter in?

- would love to see it used more at schools

- doesn't know whether there is any particular angle for teachers for example but anything that's tied to curriculum 
(common curriculum pushed to all schools), projects that span across multiple geographic regions (schools in differ-
ent states) working on the same projects

How does your son receive citizen science and think about activities?
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- she tries

- her sone likes the fact that she likes bird watching but not particularly emotionally invested

- that reminds her the previous question and her answer about making science more engaging

- parent's idea of fun and kid's - the difference

Senior Network Engineer

- interesting to hear her talk about using the drop downs. Maybe another with equipments used in projects might be 
helpful.

- finding a way to compare notes, learn best practices to compare notes (especially regarding doing activities with 
children and engaging them more)

- shopping cart of projects

U03

Primary Findings:

1. User uses filters as the starting point

2. User engages in multiple projects at a time

3. User doesn’t find SciStarter discussion helpful

4. User finds facebook page that she found out about recently more helpful.

5. User likes to find projects involving activities outdoor, out of the ordinary that most people wouldn’t do

6. User would like more ways to engage with researchers (even if it’s one way, as in in the form of a presentation by 
researcher)  >> feedback loop

7. User doesn’t find comments on project pages useful

8. User would like (on-going) feedback on how her data is contributing before the project is completed

9. User would like more projects in her geographic location

10. User likes the idea of a shopping cart for projects (both for past and potential projects)

11. User would like more environment related projects

12. User likes Cornell’s website where everything is related and grouped together

13. User likes to use social media (in particular, facebook)

14. User likes to see if she is qualified for some specific projects, it some equipments are needed.

15. User sees herself as a regular person but she likes to be a researcher and likes the idea of being a researcher

16. User considers herself as a hobbyist - more equipped than other users, etc.
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17. User tries to fit as many projects at a time (gap filling, seasonal)

18. Email prompters for site visit

19. User would like more scientific, nerdy/geeky projects

20. User has scientific equipments that she would like put to use 

21. Current projects reminder

Full Interview Notes:

check activities or pick a topic because it stands out and you don’t have to read much

has participate, discussion button should leads to facebook page.

participation: curiosity on the topic; to do things outdoors, to do something special out of the ordinary that most 
people would not do

Why aren’t comments useful: outside of the facebook page (doesn’t seem worthwhile), you can’t see the results on the 
things that you find (on a weekly basis).. feedback to show what you are doing is helpful

Ways you think SciStarter can improve in terms and community:Conference call to actually talk to people; meet in 
people (university conferences); skype calls; presentations

- feedback list: wild turkey but to find out it is taking place in Minnesota and not florida, feels like a waste of time.

- select and make a list of things as a shopping cart that you like.  A way to share your interests and the projects you 
are involved in.

- compare and print it out

- ipad and asks to log in (text entry page with login field missing)

- search by region (who can do this)

- somethings on the list are outdated (like Hurricane Sandy, Cornell survey)

- (search page doesn’t include number of items)

- way to be asked to be reminded later (such as some efforts only take place during specific reasons)

- level of commitment for each activity.

- Tie into green efforts
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- can’t go to your home page from the blog page (no tab to go back to your)

- what is the rewards page.

- reminder from project page

Cornell University website is really good (with bird watching).. everything is listed all in one place.  Facebook and 
the groups you are interested in

it takes too much time to figure out what I qualify for, such as the things that I can participate

go to the website to search and the filters, project finding section (sometimes through the blog)

regular person, “I do this because I want to be researcher” “Like the idea of researching”

I can only do so many projects, so when one is not occurring that I have time to occur in something else.  When I have 
a gap, seasonal (at a glance filter for seasons)

email, linked to facebook are the main to on-borders

I would like to see more technical, nerdy geeky, or something that scientists are doing, remind me that I am there 
because I forget

Yes, the description, the participation fee, the location, everything is right there

Search behavior: pick an activity filter, by topic, and then go through the list.  

User thinks she might be a different user, into hobbies (has a microscope and buys expensive)

Job title: retired (not yet 50), previously worked IBM

U04

Primary Findings: 

1. User is interested in human body related projects (biology background)

2. User is willing to sign up other people for projects of his interest
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3. User would like the participation process to be more controlled and streamlined (involving no external websites to 
SciStarter)

4. User is an avid bird watcher and participated in Cornell project for 5+ years

5. User is a self-proclaimed outdoors person

Full Interview Notes:

Citizen science: does a fair amount of science projects

5 year participation with Cornell’s bird watching, participates in counts

Excited to find scistarter (to find new projects)

Gets birding newsletters that connect him with other activities.  Came to Scistarter by Discovery.  Reads articles and 
follows links to projects.  Print Articles

Meets up with friends to do bird watching and shares projects

What information do you use to evaluate what interests you?

Does it provide interests for me? I’m a birder, I’m interested in birds

Has a BA in biology, and likes projects that pique his interest

Have you signed up?

Signed up for the site, but hasn’t participated in any.  Contacted researchers and never heard back. Submitted credit 
card information to both and it seems that information feel through the cracks.

Potential to be a good site, can’t tell because experience with one project doesn’t inform participation with another 
project.

Was it easy to sign up? Easy enough, yes, and enough information to get involved.

P e r s o n a  X! A 4  I n t e r v i e w s ,  P e r s o n a s ,  a n d  S c e n a r i o s

20



Has had other people signed up to the sites individually (him and his son).

His two experiences was looking at micro-flaura in the gut, he looks for projects that interest him.  He typically 
browses. He would like scistarter to have a more visual way to find projects.

Mindmap of the types of projects they do at the high level, and then relate

Get a picture of his choices, a quick way to find out his interests.  Scrolling doesn’t appeal, searching the site is inter-
esting because he wouldn’t have found things otherwise.

Ebiome makes you sign up on another site.  The second site is the one who lost the information, it wasn’t clear that he 
moved away from the scistarter site.  It would be great if we regulated the signup process, for better quality control 
and data integrity.  It was also give us some data, for instance seeing if people sign up to multiple sites and target 
information to them and gauging their interests.

Taught biology for a long time, but no longer doing that. He does general management consulting management.

What is it about citizen science projects? He has a body and is intrigued about the information that helps him with his 
own situation.

General curiosity, outdoor person, likes birds, intrigued with a lot of things: weather, astronomy.  When he looks at 
our site, he wonders how much time and energy he has to put in,

He needs the feedback! It allows him to know if what he is doing is valuable.

U05

Primary Findings:

1. high satisfaction with SciStarter

2. mobility challenged, lots of time at home in front of computer

3. would like more home-based projects 

4. considers citizen science volunteering as a way of giving back

Full Interview Notes:

How did you first come across citizen science?

- spend a lot of time on the internet

- gets intrigued by pictures and articles (NASA)
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- tries to find out more about whatever that gets her attention

How did you first find out about SciStarter?

- while viewing pictures about the moon and watching other astrology related videos, one of the videos had 
scistarter.com

What kind of projects are you interested in?

- anything, no preference

- disabled, spends 10 hours a day on a computer

- interested in interactions between people, loves animals, so something to do with that

- anything that expands her brain

- outerspace

Mainly use scistarter.com to browse projects

What kind of projects have you participated in?

- uploaded a video of her playing with her dog for a project

- lots of other projects she’s interested in and means to follow up

! - (actually went onto scistarter and used the pick a topic to find examples)

! - archaeology related (found something new while on the phone and got excited)

! - human biome

Are there any other sources you use to get yourself informed about citizen science?

- Foldit.com (not sure what this is - not much bg info on site, she’s under the impression it is part of a bigger research)

- NASA website - in the form of feedback (does not seem to be in the form of citizen science project per se)

Ever tried to communicate with other people who are into citizen science?

- best friend has similar interest, sent her email to invite to scistarter but the friend gets so many emails so she may 
not have been able to participate yet

- she know a lot of people who are disabled like her who wants to do something but are not able to do much, this is 
something that you can do at home and is great
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Have you encountered any problems either browsing or signing up for a project on scistarter.com?

- none at all

- very impressed with the way the site is laid out.

- information is easy to find. project finder is great. (walked me through the pick a topic > project page > project detail 
while on the phone)

- she could even recommend the site to her sister who is not a computer person at all.

- the site is not cluttered. some sites are so clutter that you can’t get your head around it.

Do you find the number of projects sufficient?

- would like more projects that you can do at home. there are some but could use more.

- would like more projects about cultural exchange, personal interactions, etc. (humanities related, not sure if that 
falls within the kind of “science” in citizen science??)

Would you like feedback from researchers?

- the activities are just for personal satisfaction

- would LOVE to get feedback from the researchers about the projects

- could just be a monthly newsletter or just some updates about the project and the activities she did

- when you’re disabled, you’re not able to “give back” as much as you would. back when she had a career, she was 
able to give back more. this is a way of giving back.

Demographic

- recently disabled about 3 years ago, disc in her back collapsed

- accountant by trade, still try to help out people with accounting who are not able to afford accountants

- back when computers used punch cards, taught computers in school

Additional comments?

- keep up the good work. it’s a great website.

P e r s o n a  X! A 4  I n t e r v i e w s ,  P e r s o n a s ,  a n d  S c e n a r i o s

23



D.Personas and Scenarios

In this section, we generate two personas and scenarios to represent the potential user base and how they might use 
Scistarter. A persona is a fictitious character with different characteristics, demographics, and technology competen-
cies, intended to represent user data in a more tangible way. These make it easier to understand the situations a po-
tential user may encounter, or how a user may interpret instructions or purpose of a site. In order to provide more 
specific feedback for Scistarter, we also include scenarios for each persona. Scenarios are narratives which offer even 
more concrete details of how a user might interact with Scistarter and use the site to achieve specific goals.

For our personas and scenarios, we interviewed five people who had fairly different backgrounds, experience levels 
and interactions with Scistarter. Based on the information synthesized from our interviews, we transform them into 
two different personas and tell the most accurate story possible with the knowledge we have collected.
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PERSONA 1
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SCENARIO 1

Henry Scott has just come home from work and is about to walk his dog.  He takes a second to check his personal 
email inbox, where he opens the new SciStarter newsletter. He sees that there is a new project “Count the Lily Pads” 
listed on the newsletter, with a quick intro that catches his attention.  The research is looking at how lily pads pres-
ence are related to mosquito habitation.  Henry hates mosquitoes on his hikes so this project appeals to him.  He 
clicks on the link to the project homepage on SciStarter and sees the project requires $0 registration fees and any hiker 
who passes by a pond can participate.  The “Count the Lily Pads’” join-in tab has a link to the actual research page 
based out of the University of Newsland.  An email address is listed where he can send a quick template of informa-
tion: date, temperature, and number of lily pads in each pond he passes.  He starts his hike with his dog and keeps a 
note pad within to track his count.
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PERSONA 2
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SCENARIO 2

It is a pretty ordinary morning for Christine Manning. She had a couple of customer service calls earlier that she han-
dled well and is now checking her emails and reading articles online in her downtime. All of a sudden, she feels a 
tremor and a faint clanking of her china in the cupboard. Having lived in the Greater Los Angeles area for the past 10 
years, she has experienced a fair number of earthquakes and this was a small one. But since she has difficulty moving 
around because of the back injury from a car accident, she feels she’s more aware of them and frankly feels a bit 
hopeless. Always a person of a cheery disposition and positive attitude, she decides to do something about that hope-
less feeling and opens SciStarter. She has participated in a fun project where all she had to do was listen to some 
laughter and indicate whether she thought they were real or not. Surely there must be a project about earthquakes. 
She searches the projects using the keyword “earthquake” and finds a project called “Did You Feel It?” where she can 
provide her experience and any damages from earthquakes. She immediately signs up and now feels a bit more em-
powered about the situation. 

P e r s o n a  X! A 4  I n t e r v i e w s ,  P e r s o n a s ,  a n d  S c e n a r i o s

28


